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Janet Kalven 
May 21, 1913 to April 24, 2014 

 

Janet Kalven said she never planned to live to be one hundred years old – she just woke up one 
morning and it had happened.   She passed away peacefully a few weeks before her 101st 
birthday after a short illness.  Janet herself was a short woman, but with her death, a tall tree 
has fallen. 

Born to Rose Nathan and Harry Kalven, Sr., in Chicago, Janet grew up in a Jewish family of 
German and Russian heritage.  Naturally curious and energetic, Janet learned knitting from her 
beloved grandmother Fannie, followed major league baseball with her younger brother Harry, 
and excelled in school, graduating as valedictorian of her class. 

After high school, she enrolled in the University of Chicago, becoming one of the students in the 
first “Great Books” curriculum pioneered by philosopher Mortimer Adler and university 
president Robert Hutchins.   Each week, students read and discussed the major works of 
Western philosophy and literature from Homer, Plato, and Aristotle, to Freud, Marx, and 
Maritain.  The stimulating atmosphere honed Janet’s abilities for critical thinking and 
intellectual integrity.  After graduating during the Depression, Janet worked as a reporter and 
transcriptionist, eventually landing a wonderful job as a teaching assistant in the Great Books 
program and working directly with Adler and Hutchins. 

 
Janet as a young woman 

Searching for direction and challenge in her life, Janet found little meaning in the secular 
Judaism of her upbringing .  Reading the Great Books, engaging in intellectual exchange, and 
meeting people of faith both challenged and drew her.  Several Jewish students in her 
intellectual circle at the University had converted to Catholicism, and in 1937, Janet also 
became a Catholic.  Her mother was upset, but her father was more tolerant, and Janet simply 
forged ahead choosing to follow the truths she saw in the Catholic faith.  She was drawn to the 
humble and holy people she met.   
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In 1941, when Janet was 27, she met Lydwine van Kersbergen and Joan Overboss, two Dutch 
Grail members who had come to the Chicago area from Holland to start the Grail in the US.  
Janet was immediately drawn to the Grail message that women are important, that together 
women can change the world.  When Janet left the University of Chicago in 1942 and joined the 
Grail community in Libertyville, Illinois, she was a mature young woman with skills as a 
lecturer/teacher, writer, and editor. In 1944, she became one of the founding members of 
Grailville, the Grail’s education and retreat center in Loveland, Ohio.  From the beginning, she 
developed programs and trained young women in Christian values and leadership.   She served 
on the staff of the Year School at Grailville that prepared young women for the lay apostolate.  
From 1964 to 1967, she managed international education programs for the Grail International 
Secretariat in Paris. 

 
  Early Grailville US Grail Leaders 
 Janet (right) holding the goat (L-R) Barbara Wald, Janet Kalven,  
  Eileen Schaeffler, Lydwine Van Kersbergen 

Through the 1940s and 50s, traditional Catholic teachings and cultural stereotypes informed 
her perspective on women, so Janet taught that women are the heart of the home making their 
contributions through service to others.  In the mid and late 1960s, she began to question this 
view and soon came to the conviction that women must look to their own life experiences, 
individually and collectively, to find their passions and develop their talents.  From the late 
1960s and through the 1970s, Janet served on the staff of Semester at Grailville, an experiential 
education program for college women.  Janet encouraged students to pursue their own 
learning goals or questions and to stretch themselves in new directions. 

(As a young woman student with a non-Catholic background and public school education, 
coming to Grailville in 1969 was the first time I had ever lived or studied in an all-female 
community.  Before women’s liberation and feminism were in the news, I asked the question, 
what does it mean to be a woman?  At the time, no other student shared this interest, but 
Janet took me aside saying, “That’s an important question, you should pursue it. I’d be glad to 
work with you.”  Her affirmation fueled my life-long interest in women’s potential – and 
reflected Janet’s passionate commitment to women.) 
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In 1971, Janet earned a master’s degree in adult education from Boston University. She 
continued to work at Grailville on the Women’s Task Force and sponsoring programs on 
women’s leadership and spirituality.   She invited noted women theologians – among them, 
Rosemary Radford Ruether, Judith Plaskow, Nelle Morton, Anne McGrew Bennett, and 
Elisabeth Schuessler Fiorenza – from around the county to meet, dialogue, teach, worship, and 
invigorate one another.   These gatherings for women in religion served as a major catalyst for 
feminist theology reflection.  The Seminary Quarter at Grailville gave a whole generation of 
women concerned with theology and religious life a feminist start, and the Women’s Spirit 
Bonding Conference in 1982 shaped discourse in the field for decades.   From 1972 to 1986, 
Janet also served as Associate Director of the Self-Directed Learning Program at the University 
of Dayton.   

Janet’s brother Harry, a law professor at the University of Chicago, died suddenly when he was 
only 60, a loss she felt deeply.  She kept in touch with her three nephews and one niece.  Janet 
knitted booties, blankets, and sweaters for great nephews and nieces – as her grandmother had 
for her – and delighted in their accomplishments as they grew. 

 
Janet concentrating at the computer 

Throughout her life, Janet read prodigiously and widely, with bookshelves in every room and 
stacks of reading material by the couch, the bed, and on virtually any flat surface.  She wrote 
regularly, co-authoring and co-editing several books that include:  Value-Based Teaching Skills; 
Your Daughters Shall Prophesy: Feminist Alternatives in Theological Education; Women’s Spirit 
Bonding; and With Both Eyes Open: Seeing Beyond Gender.  Well into her 70s, Janet decided to 
write her history of the US Grail, saying that for this book, she should probably use a computer.  
So she bought one and learned how.  As a participant in Women Writing for a Change, a 
Cincinnati organization for writers of all experience levels, she shared her writing, including 
chapters of the new book, with other women.  Women Breaking Boundaries, A Grail Journey, 
1940-1995, was published in 1999.  In it, Janet explores the development of the US Grail from a 
pioneering proto-feminist movement that promoted women’s development and leadership to a 
community that nurtured the development of feminist theology. 

In 1990, Janet was inducted into the Ohio Women’s Hall of Fame for her contributions to the 
empowerment of women.  In 2003, she received one of the first Enduring Spirit Awards from 
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Muse, the Cincinnati women’s choir, to recognize her work for women, social justice, and the 
greater Cincinnati community. 

 
Janet (right) with friends Leni Schaareman and Meg Bruck 

Hardly slowing down as she aged, Janet survived two cancer surgeries.  She supported 
community efforts to help women, serving on the boards of Sheltering Ourselves: A Women’s 
Learning Journey and Women’s Research and Development Center that bought and rehabbed 
two run-down Cincinnati school buildings to become affordable housing communities for 
women.  When she herself needed more accessible housing, she moved into one of the condos, 
a converted sixth grade classroom, where she made friends with her neighbors and received 
frequent visitors.  Janet enjoyed travel, went for occasional cruises, and visited friends around 
the country, often to attend a conference, support a cause, or participate in a march.  Although 
she had stopped driving in her early 90s, Janet lived independently until she was 98 years old.  
As her frailty and forgetfulness increased, she accepted the advice of Grail friends to move into 
an assisted living facility and made the transition with grace. 

 
Janet blowing out her 100th birthday candles 

By unplanned happenstance, Janet’s 100th birthday fell within the time of a 2013 gathering of 
dozens of older Grail women from around the world.   This sisterhood of women, friends from 
decades of shared concern and work, celebrated Janet’s long productive life on her very special 
day. 
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Her poem, Respectable Outlaw, expresses well Janet’s commitment to personal and intellectual 
integrity and her courage to explore new ideas and terrains: 

 
You have set sail on another ocean 
without star or compass 
going where the argument leads 
shattering the certainties of centuries. 

In June, Janet’s ashes will be interred at Grailville on the acres she loved.  Rest in peace, dear 
teacher, mentor, friend, inspiring woman among women.  We will hold not only your memory, 
but also your integrity, courage, and commitment in our hearts. 
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